Studies of cell death (apoptosis) and cell division in leprosy granulomas.
We have studied the histological changes across leprosy lesions by taking biopsies from the center and edge of the lesions and from the clinically uninvolved skin outside the lesions. A comparison of the granuloma fraction (GF) between biopsies from the center and edge of lesions and the adjacent unremarkable skin shows that the greatest GF is found at the edge of lesions, except in early tuberculoid (BT) cases when biopsies from the center have the greatest GF. Central healing of leprosy lesions occurs without tissue necrosis or appreciable fibrosis. Apoptosis, a form of individual cell death in living tissues, is known to be the mechanism of cell loss in a variety of situations, and we have found it to occur in leprosy lesions. Apoptotic activity is greatest at the edge of established tuberculoid lesions, but can be found in the center of the lesion in early cases. We, therefore, suggest that apoptosis is the mechanism by which epithelioid cells are lost during central healing in tuberculoid leprosy lesions. In the small number of multibacillary cases studied, apoptosis were found in biopsies from both the center and edge of the lesions. Mitoses can be found in biopsies from both lepromatous and tuberculoid lesions. However, the degree of mitotic activity does not appear to be related to the position of the biopsy within the lesion, and immigration of monocytes into the granulomas may be of greater importance than cell division in maintaining the numbers of epithelioid cells or macrophages present.